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On Feb. 25, the UN-sponsored truth commission (Comision de Esclarecimiento Historico, CEH)
issued its report on human rights violations during the 36-year civil war that ended in 1996.
President Alvaro Arzu's administration had little to say in response to the report but promised to
comply with the commission's recommendations. The major conclusion of the report (Memoria
de Silencio) was that Guatemalan military and paramilitary forces, supported by the US, were
responsible for 93% of the human rights abuses committed during the war.
The report also said Cuba had assisted in training the guerrilla forces. On the possible involvement
of other foreign countries the commission had only "fragmentary information." The CEH was
created with the reluctant approval of the military as part of the 1996 peace accords. The threemember commission consists of German jurist Christian Tomuschat and Guatemalans Edgar
Balsells, a lawyer, and Mayan educator Otilia Lux Coti. During the 18 months the CEH was
preparing the report, it repeatedly complained it was not getting sufficient cooperation from the
military and the former guerrilla organization Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca
(URNG).
Tomuschat said officers in the military high command at first told him that files from the years
1981-1983 when the government carried on the most intense counterinsurgency operations were
state secrets. Later they said there were no such files. Last April, human rights prosecutor Julio
Arango warned that he would bring legal action against the military, the URNG, and the special
courts that processed accused subversives during the conflict if they did not turn over their files to
the CEH.
The commission was further hobbled by budget problems because the Arzu administration
provided inadequate funding. Nevertheless, the CEH established 15 regional offices and with
foreign donations most of it from the US Agency for International Development employed a staff
of 272 workers who took thousands of depositions from survivors. US documents turned over
to the CEH by the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and State Department indicate that
former Guatemalan defense minister Gen. Mario Enriquez Morales, ordered the destruction of
incriminating evidence in military files as well the destruction of torture chambers and clandestine
graves.

Atrocities traced to highest levels of military
The report said the disappearances and systematic killing of those considered subversives were
directed by the G-2 and other elements of military intelligence and by the president's military
guard. At their orders, military and paramilitary forces engaged in illegal detentions, torture,
forced disappearances, and extrajudicial executions. These acts were ordered by the military high
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command, said the report. The extent of the atrocities was generally known before the report was
issued.
Last April, the Catholic Church's human rights office (Oficina de Derechos Humanos del
Arzobispado, ODHA) cited similar numbers of killed and disappeared (see EcoCentral, 1998-04-30).
But the CEH report laid out the human rights violations in greater detail and in blunter language. It
also demolished years of government claims that officers in the field, acting on their own authority,
committed the violations attributed to the military. In summarizing the report before Arzu, his
Cabinet, and 7,000 onlookers in the National Theater, Tomuschat said, "In general, the excuse that
mid-level commanders acted with a wide margin of autonomy an excuse used in an attempt to
justify what happened as "excesses" and "error" not ordered by superiors is unsubstantiated and
totally lacks any basis."
During the ceremony unveiling the report, Tomuschat called upon Arzu to form a commission of
three independent civilians that would purge the military and security forces of personnel involved
in the abuses.
The commission also recommended that the Arzu administration begin a search for clandestine
graves and ask the military and former URNG leaders for assistance locating them. In all, the report
calculated that 200,000 people were killed or disappeared during the war and enumerated 658
massacres, of which 626 were carried out by government forces.
The CEH report is even harsher on the military than the 1998 ODHA report, which attributed 79%
of the violations to the military compared with the CEH estimate of 93%. The CEH said 3% of the
violations were committed by the guerrillas and the remaining 4% were unattributable.
In summarizing the report, Tomuschat said, "Believing that the ends justified everything, the
military and the state security forces blindly pursued the anti-Communist struggle without
respect for any legal principles or the most elemental ethical and religious values, and in this
way completely lost any semblance of human morals." He said that, between 1981 and 1983,
counterinsurgency operations reached the level of state-sponsored genocide against the Mayan
people.
Retired Gen. Efrain Rios Montt, who headed the government between 1982 and 1983, carried on a
scorched-earth attack on what he considered to be Mayan support for the guerrillas, laying waste
to entire villages. After the CEH report was issued, Rios Montt told reporters that he had nothing
to hide, and he questioned the authority of the UN to make accusations of genocide against the
government.

Report cites foreign intervention
The report said the US gave direct and indirect support for many of the Guatemalan government's
operations against its own people. US training of Guatemalan officers in counterinsurgency warfare
"had a significant bearing on human rights violations during the armed confrontation," said
Tomuschat.
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The report found that the roots of the conflict lay in such factors as economic inequality, racist
attitudes toward indigenous peoples, who were the principal targets of the massacres, and the
refusal of successive governments to make reforms. The report did not exclude the Catholic Church,
universities, political parties, and the economic elite from some share of blame for perpetuating
these economic and social conditions.
The US government and US business interests pressured the Guatemalan government to maintain
the system, said the report. The CEH blamed the guerrilla forces for 32 massacres and for numerous
rights violations especially assassinations some against civilians, some against leaders of the
government's civilian patrols, and some against their members.
Responding to the report, US Ambassador Donald Planty turned aside the accusations about US
intervention in the struggle, saying that was an "erroneous interpretation." Instead, he stressed
the report's main focus, which he said showed "these were abuses committed by Guatemalans
against other Guatemalans the result of an internal conflict." Arzu administration will comply with
recommendations Arzu did not personally accept the report and said only that he would have to
study it.
Foreign Minister Eduardo Stein said the Arzu administration has no responsibility for the human
rights violations mentioned in the report. As for purging the military, he said no military officers are
now on active duty who served during the conflict. Despite its muted reaction to the report, the Arzu
administration quickly announced it would comply with CEH recommendations. Raquel Zelaya,
director of the Secretaria de la Paz (SEPAZ), announced that a special commission would make
recommendations to the Cabinet concerning the report within a week. She said the government
would otherwise have no response until it has studied the CEH report.
Congressional leaders also promised to set up a special panel to follow up on the CEH
recommendations. Human rights organization to charge Rios Montt The report does not name
human rights violators because maintaining their anonymity was the price for military acceptance
of the truth commission. But the report's emphasis on the 1981-1983 period left no doubt that it
considered Rios Montt culpable.
Deputy Nineth Montenegro of the Frente Democratico Nueva Guatemala (FDNG) said two
kidnapping victims from the Rios Montt era would return from exile to give depositions against the
general. On Feb. 27, Frank La Rue, director of the Centro de Accion Legal en Derechos Humanos
(CALDH), said his organization is preparing materials to back up charges of genocide against Gens.
Fernando Romeo Lucas Garcia and Efrain Rios Montt, who were in power during 1981-1983. La Rue
said preparation for the suit would take about one year.
Because of a 1996 amnesty law, Rios Montt and other high officials of that era are immune from
prosecution for political crimes. The crime of genocide, however, is not considered a political act and
therefore is not protected under the immunity law.
In an interview with the daily Prensa Libre, Rios Montt said that during his time in power he never
ordered a massacre and never was informed of any acts of genocide. He attributed many of the
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 4

LADB Article Id: 54395
ISSN: 1089-1560

civilian deaths to the guerrillas, charging that they used women and children as human shields.
"I never shot a rifle, never gave an order of that type, I always tried to limit the abusiveness of the
state," he said. [Sources: Reuters, 02/26/99, 02/27/99; Notimex, 04/05/98, 02/28/99; The New York
Times, 02/26/99, 02/28/99; Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 02/28/99; El Siglo Veintiuno (Guatemala),
02/26/99, 02/27/99, 03/02/99; Spanish News Service EFE, 11/28/98, 03/04/99]

-- End --
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